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Ehrmann: The Timucua Indians of Sixteenth Century Florida

THE TIMUCUA INDIANS
OF SIXTEENTH CENTURY FLORIDA
By W. W. EHRMANN
The University of Florida
(Bibliographical note. The most important sources on the
Indians of northern Florida* at the time of the first European
contacts are the writings of the Frenchmen Ribault and Laudonniere, and the Franciscan monk Pareja who lived as a missionary among them. A very graphic record of the life of the
Timucua comes to us in the sketches of Le Moyne, who accompanied Laudonniere. The best summaries of the original sources
are those of Swanton and, to a less extent, Brinton. See full
bibliography, post.)
PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT

When first visited by the Spanish explorers in
the early sixteenth century, northern Florida was
inhabited by the Timucua family of Indians. Their
territory was bounded approximately on the west
by the Aucilla River, on the north by a line running just north of the present Georgia-Florida
state line from the Aucilla River on the west to
Cumberland Island on the east, and on the south
by a line extending from Tampa Bay to Cape
Canaveral.
The surface of this region is low and flat. It
rises from a few feet above sea level along the
Atlantic and Gulf coasts to a central ridge which
runs north and south and forms a divide with a
maximum elevation of three hundred feet. Along
the greater part of the western coast and the whole
of the eastern extends a line of sand reefs and
narrow islands, embracing lakes, lagoons, bays, and
rivers. In the central region is a large number of
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*NOTE-An account of the Tekesta Indians who inhabited
southeastern Florida at the same time. written by John M.
Goggin of the department of anthropology, University of
New Mexico, will appear in an early number of the Quarterly.
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lakes which are water-filled sinks, the result of a
solution of limestone rock. The greater part of the
country is covered with yellow pine, while along
the fertile river and lake shores grow extensive
forests of cypress, oak, yellow poplar, and hickory.
Intermingled with these trees are the more characteristic subtropical plants, chiefly the palm and
palmetto.
Most of the territory occupied by the Timucua
Indians is classed as southern and semi-tropical.
North and west of a line drawn between Cedar
Keys and the mouth of the St. Marys River the
climate is classed as southern, and south and east
of this line as semi-tropical.
In this region no metals and no rocks of any
degree of hardness have ever been found, there
being only the soft limestone and phosphate rock
and the curiously shell-formed coquina rock. The
hard stone and copper used by the natives were
obtained by trade from the north.
HISTORICAL

Concerning the origin of the Timucua much has
been guessed but little is known. The early explorers recorded no myths or folk stories concerning the origin of the people. Archaeologists and
anthropologists have arrived at these possible conclusions : (1) That the culture of Florida developed
from the north; (2) from Central America by way
of the Gulf coast ; (3) from Central America by
way of the Antilles; and (4) from Mexico.
The first known contact of Europeans with the
Timucua Indians was that of Ponce de Leon in
1513 not far from the site of St. Augustine. Eight
years later on his second expedition he landed on
the west cost. In 1519 Francisco de Garay traced
the Gulf coast, and in 1524 Verrazano sailed up
169
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the east coast. All these explorers, as they merely
touched the coast, gained little information of the
country or its inhabitants.
Next came a series of Spanish and French expeditions which penetrated into the interior prior
to the- permanent settlements of the Spaniards. In
1528 an expedition led by the unfortunate Narvaez
landed at or near Tampa Bay. Narvaez with most
of his company were killed ; but one of his lieutenants, the celebrated Nunez Alvar Cabeza de Vaca,
and some companions made their way to Mexico.
His lucid account of his travels contains much information of the Timucua people. Then, in 1539,
De Soto penetrated the country from Tampa Bay
north and east.
In 1562 Jean Ribault with a party of French
Huguenots sighted land near the present site of
St. Augustine. He communicated with the Indians
and explored the mouth of the St. Johns River. but
sailed northward and established a colony at what
is now Broad River, South Carolina. In 1564 Rene
Goulaine de Laudonniere, a member of the first
expedition, returned with a party of Huguenots to
the St. Johns River, where Fort Caroline was
erected on the south bank near the mouth. This
fort was occupied by the French for more than a
year when it was captured and the garrison massacred by the Spanish under Pedro Menendez de
Aviles. Although a French expedition under
Dominique de Gourgues in 1567 avenged the massacre of the French by a similar massacre of the
Spanish garrison, no further attempts were made
by the French to colonize Florida. The French
colonial period in Florida is remarkable in that
more information of the Timucua Indians has come
to us as a result of their year and a quarter oc170
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cupancy than from the entire Spanish domination
of two and a half centuries.
After the annihilation of the French, Menendez
founded the city of St. Augustine. From there the
Spanish slowly but steadily extended their military and religious domination over the entire
northern half of the peninsula. The most characteristic feature of the Spanish occupancy was the
mission system. First by Dominican and later
Franciscan monks, conversion of the natives to
Christianity was skillfully and heroically carried
on until a series of missions stretched across north
Florida from San Juan del Puerto at the mouth
of the St. Johns River and from St. Augustine to
the mouth of the St. Marks River. With little
assistance from the military authorities at St.
Augustine, the Franciscans succeeded in building
chapels with native labor and in prevailing upon
the Indians to settle around these missions. The
holy fathers apparently used much foresight in
their dealings with the Indians, for they encouraged
agriculture and indigenous arts of life along with
their teachings of the catechism, without placing
undue restraint on the social activities of the people.
Letters of the missionaries Fray Baltazar Lopez
and Fray Francisco de Pareja, the well known
author of Timucuan catechisms, manuals, and grammar show their success, for they reveal that in 1602
there were over forty-five hundred converts.
E THNOGRAPHY

The Timucua family of Indians consisted of several independent tribes, each speaking its own dialect
and having its own fairly definite territory. The
name ‘‘Timucua’’ was in all probability a derivation from a corrupted form of the word for “chief.”
There have been listed twenty-eight different
171
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spellings of this name, 1 the most common of which
are : Atimaco, Atimucas (English) ; Nukfalalgi,
Nukfila (Creek) ; Thimogoa, Thimagona (French) ;
and Timucua, Timuqua, Timuquana (Spanish). At
the advent of the French, five tribes are mentioned:
Saturiwa, or that headed by Saturiwa, which extended on both sides of the lower (mouth) St. Johns
River and seems to, have included Cumberland
Island; Timucua proper, or Utina, which included
the region around Santa Fe Lake and extended
eastward across the St. Johns; Potano on the
Alachua plains ; and Onatheaque and Hostaqua
which bordered on the Apalachee country northwest of Potano.
During the Spanish era, Utina, Potano, and
Hostaqua were still important, but Onatheaque had
disappeared. What corresponded to the old overlordship of chief Saturiwa was probably the territory ruled over by the Chieftainess Dona Maria
which was called Nombre de Dios de Florida and
extended from St. Augustine north and west over
the St. Johns River. Tacatacuru on Cumberland
Island had become independent. On the mainland,
west of Cumberland Island were Icafi which was
spoken of in conjunction with Casanque; these two
may have been the same and perhaps been a Guale
and not a Timucua tribe. Stretching south of St.
Augustine to Cape Canaveral were the Fresh
Water Provinces, consisting of the Mayarea and
the Mayajuaca people. Surruque, situated on the
lagoons of Cape Canaveral, was probably of
Timucua stock. In the west was Tocobaga between
Tampa Bay and the Withlacoochee River, Ocale
north of the Withlacoochee, Acura island east of
Ocale, and Aguacaleyquen between Santa Fe and
upper Suwanee River.
1 B.A.E., Bulletin 30, Volume 2, p. 752. (See bibliography post.)
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No accurate figures on population have been given. A chronicler of De Soto stated that Vitachuco
opposed the Spaniards with an army of ten thousand
men ; but this was probably a gross exaggeration.
Brinton estimates that there were perhaps between
ten and twelve thousand Indians in the whole peninsula. This figure includes also the less populous
tribes of south Florida.
These Floridians were physically a large, muscular, and well proportioned people of a light shade
of brown, termed by the French olivatre. In the
sketches of Le Moyne the men are shown as half
a head or more taller than the Frenchmen and
proportionally much heavier and muscular. The
women are depicted as half a head or head shorter
than the men and, though stout, they were comely
to look at. Their breasts were spherically shaped,
not conically. Both sexes displayed marked physical
endurance, and Laudonniere states that the women
climbed the tallest trees with agility and were also
observed swimming the rivers carrying their children on their backs. Among the Timucuan people
were a large number of so-called berdaches who,
from Le Moyne’s sketches, appear to have been
men assuming women’s clothing.
Attempts have been made by Brinton and Gatchet
(see bibliography) to discern what connection there
may have been between the Timucua language and
neighboring people. It is probable that the language
was more closely related to Carib than to any
other, although it contained many words of the
Muskogee tongue. Of the several dialects spoken
by the various tribes of the Timucua Indians, the
one used most generally in intertribal commerce,
and the one translated by Pareja and considered
by him the most polished and cultural, was that
173
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tongue spoken in the region of St. Augustine and
the northern St. Johns River.
The language was mellow, sonorous, and rich in
vowels and with a very complicated grammar. Almost every syllable was formed of a consonant
following a vowel; at times a vowel stood alone,
or a liquid consonant and a mute consonant preceded the vowel. As a result of a rigid cast system
and a ruling order based on nobility of birth, the
language displayed a copious reverential form.
Though basically agricultural, the economic pursuits of the people were highly ramified. During
the greater part of the year, from March through
the summer, the natives subsisted on the products
of their farms, supplemented in part by hunting,
fishing, and collecting. Two systems of planting are
reported: Le Moyne states that crops were planted
in December, while Laudonniere and Brinton give
March and June or July. It is quite probable that
the Indians planted and harvested two crops a
year. After the land was cleared by burning off
the underbrush, the men prepared the ground for
sowing with woodenhandled hoes equipped with
fish bones, shell or wooden blades. The seed was
sown by women working in pairs. One dug the
holes in the previously prepared rows with a pointed
stick, while the other placed the kernels or seeds
in the holes.
In winter the natives abandoned their permanent
homes and retired to the woods, where they built
palm-bough shelters and lived entirely on game,
fish, wild berries, nuts, and herbs. Except for dogs,
which were not used as food or beasts of burden,
the Timucua Indians possessed no domesticated
animals. Principal game hunted were deer, turkey,
wild cats, little brown bears, lizards, and alligators.
174
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The bow was the chief weapon. When stalking the
deer, the hunters camouflaged themselves by wearing whole deer-skins. The alligator was first teased
into attacking the hunters, whereupon they rammed
a. pole down its throat, flipped it over and clubbed
it to death. Because of the abundance of fish in
the innumerable streams, lakes, surrounding ocean,
and gulf, fishing was important. Fish traps and
weirs made of woven reeds constructed after the
fashion of a labyrinth with many turns and crooks
were used. Oftentimes fish were speared with
sharpened sticks or shell-tipped spears from a canoe
or while wading. Laudonniere speaks of the Indians
catching “trout, mullet, plaice, turbots, and great
quantities of other sorts.” Crabs and crawfish were
caught, clams dug, and oysters gathered from extensive beds in the rivers and inlets along the coast.
As evidenced by the large oyster-shell mounds left
by the aborigines and still present today, the quantity of oysters consumed was tremendous. Though
instances of cannibalism were reported by the early
explorers, the eating of human flesh was practiced
only sporadically. In winter or at times when the
regular food supply was exhausted, the Indians
frequently ate bugs, worms, roots, and even dirt
or clay.
Annually, for a period of several days, all wild
animals and fish caught were gutted, but the heads,
skin or scales were left intact. They were then
placed on a bough grill-work with a fire underneath,
and thoroughly smoked. After the smoking the
animals were placed in baskets and carried to the
public warehouse. At harvest time grain and other
farm products were stored in baskets and placed
in the warehouse. In like manner when wild fruits
were abundant they were collected and stored. Of
175
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I

the two types of warehouse, Swanton (see bibliography) believes the one for storing fruit to have
been a family granary, whereas the one for smoked animals was a public warehouse.
Fires were generated by rubbing two sticks together. The women, who performed the household
tasks, tended the domestic fires, whereas the men,
whose duty it was to smoke the meat, tended the
fires used for that purpose. Food was broiled,
roasted, or boiled in earthen jars, which were placed
directly over the fire. The French explorers remarked that these jars were as good for this purpose as any they themselves possessed. Corn, the
principal staple, was ground or cooked on the ear.
Pumpkins, squash, and other vegetables were boiled; whereas fruits, berries, and nuts were eaten
raw. On long journeys the Indians carried provisions of corn-bread, honey, corn-meal, and smoked
fish.
Although there is no documentary evidence, it
is probable that the Timucua Indians cultivated
tobacco. The pipe used for smoking was made of
a cane stem about three feet long with an earthen
pottery bowl. 2
Their villages were fortified towns, circular in
form and surrounded with tree trunks twice the
height of a man, set firmly in the ground with an
interfolding entrance. Inside this stockade were the
dwellings of the people, also circular in shape, built
of tree trunks, with one opening, the doorway, and
a conical, palmetto-leaf thatched roof. A variant
form of architecture was the chief’s abode, which
occupied the center of the village and was often
used as a meeting place. It was rectangular, not
circular, and larger than the houses of his subjects.
2. Dickenson. (See bibliography.)
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Occasionally there was a large dwelling measuring
from sixty to one hundred feet in diameter which
housed an entire village of over one hundred people.
Arranged around the inside wall were the individual compartments for each family, measuring
about eight to twelve feet square. The entrance
to each faced the central area which was sometimes
only partially roofed. Leveled ground seems to
have been the only type of flooring. According to
Swanton, the granaries and warehouses of the
Timucua Indians were built of stone and earth,
thus differing from those of other southeastern
Indians which were constructed of logs. 3
Two types of beds were used ; one type was hewn
from a log to fit the general contour of the body,
the other being an open wood or reed frame-work
elevated from the ground. The beds lined the walls
of the abodes and were used as lounging or sitting
places during the day. At night, the Indians built
smudges under their beds to drive away insects.
Indoors and out, the people sat on short upright
logs, long benches with four vertical corner supports, or three-legged stools. Spanish moss was
used to pad both chairs and beds. Although seashells were extensively used as drinking cups and
as other household implements, the aborigine possessed many utensils of their own making. As reported by Walker, (see bib.) the pottery is interesting not only because of the various types found,
but also because of the portrayal of its evolution
as shown by successive series of fragments found
in the Florida sand mounds. The older fragments
were thick, crudely moulded, and contained sand.
The newer pottery of pre-Columbian days had thinner walls, turned-out thickened necks which were
3. Swanton, p. 361. (See bibliography.)
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sometimes “pinched" with the fingers in making,
and a total lack of sand or gravel. During this
stage, the native first began to mould his wares in
rush baskets, which were subsequently burned away,
leaving basket marks on the vessel. 4 Some of the
vessels were decorated with zigzag lines, curves,
dots, and in rare eases with figures of men and
animals. Some of the pots were equipped with
handles, while others had “ears” through which
cords could be run. The earthenware varied in
size and shape from flat dishes and small cups to
large water containers capable of holding several
gallons. Its high quality is attested by the fact
that water was boiled in it directly over a fire;
Carved wooden drinking cups, plates, and water
vessels were also used. Baskets, largely used for
storing and transporting food, were made of woven
reeds and palm boughs. “Among the baskets were
the common southern carrying-baskets with a strap
passing over the forehead of the bearer. Le Moyne
figures sieves and fanners. In addition however,
there is a basket with two handles very much like
our bushel basket, and several baskets with one
handle like European baskets." 5 They also possessed woven mats.
The principal materials utilized in the manufacture of weapons and tools were wood, reed, bone,
shell, stone, and copper. Copper was used as arrow
heads only in rare cases because of its scarcity,
being obtained by trade from tribes to the north.
More extensively used as arrow and axe heads was
stone also obtained from the north, quite possibly
Georgia. The stone axe and fire were the only
means these Indians had for heavy labor. Wooden
and reed arrows with feathered ends were tipped
4. Smithsonian Report, 1881, p. 156.
5. Swanton, Early History, etc., pp. 354-355.
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with snakes teeth, bone, and shell, as well as with
stone. At times simply the sharpened shaft end
served as a head. The bows were made of wood
and the strings of gut or deer skins. As elsewhere
in the southeast, cane knives, capable of scalping
or quartering a man, were extensively used. Spears
were utilized only for spearing fish, not for warfare. The Timucuans possessed a rather curious
all-wood warclub ; it was shaped like a canoe paddle
with a pointed head and knobbed-end handle, heavily
built of one piece with sharpened edges, and between three and four feet long. It was used in
close combat and was the instrument of public
execution.
The canoe and carrying litter were the only vehicles of transportation. With fire and stone axe
the canoe was fashioned in one piece from a single
tree trunk. All the canoes illustrated by Le Moyne
had blunt ends. 6 The use of additional pieces for
pointing the bow or stern was not known. Paddles
were of one piece with short, wide blades. Apparently, the Indians used their canoes a great deal, for
fishing and transportation. On occasions of state,
the chiefs, their wives, and principal people were
carried on litters, borne on the shoulders of men.
These litters were made of two longitudinal boughs,
separated by cross-pieces which supported a seat
upon which the occupant sat. Each bearer carried
a forked stick; when a stop was made, the end of
the stick was pushed upright into the ground, and
the handles of the litter were rested in the forked
6. There are two canoes in the Florida State Museum at
Gainesville which are probably of Timucuan origin. Some
years ago at Poe Springs northeast of High Springs, Alachua
County, Dr. Van Hyning uncovered a twelve foot fragment
of a flat-bottom, blunt-nose, cypress scow which is exactly
like one pictured in the Le Moyne prints. (Information
personally communicated by Dr. T. Van Hyning, Director
of the Florida State Museum.)
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end. The litters were covered with painted skins
and equipped with a superstructure of green boughs
to shade the person carried. In connection with
transportation, it is interesting to note that the
berdaches as a class were used as beasts of burden.
The regular article of clothing for men was the
breechclout made of a painted deer skin. Even
though the warm climate rendered other garments
unnecessary, at times chiefs wore a long cloak-like
garment of painted deerskin, in all probability for
ornamental rather than protective purposes. Women wore a skirt made of Spanish moss or deer-skin,
which at times was carried up over the shoulder
and hung down to the midthigh, or was fastened
about the waist. According to Dickenson, these
skirts were very pretty. Women wore their hair
long, allowing it to dangle freely down their backs;
while the men trussed theirs up over their heads,
binding it at the top with plant fibers. As a result
the men looked as if they wore tall bell-shaped caps.
Into this curious headdress the men often stuck
feathers, arranging them in various patterns. On
their clothes, in their ears, about their necks, waists,
knees, and ankles, the Indians of both sex wore
ornaments made from animals’ teeth, tails, shells,
and sometimes of that rare metal, copper.
Another usual practice was that of piercing the
ears of both men and women and passing through
the hole an inflated fish bladder, which, according
to Le Moyne, shown like pearls. Ribault mentions
a round plate of copper which hung from the neck
and was used by the wearer as a sweat scraper.
This is the only mention of such a tool in Amercia
that had come to the attention of Swanton. The
natives were skilled in the making of natural color
and vegetable dyed feather fans. The colored deerskins so often spoken of with admiration by the
180
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early explorers were prepared, not with iron instruments as the Europeans used, but with shells,
and they were painted with vegetable dyes depicting
the wild beasts known to the natives.
What rendered the Indians more formidable and
made their large stature more ferocious in the eyes
of the Europeans, was the custom of tatooing the
skin. The privilege of being tatooed was accorded
only to men of prominence, warriors, and, in a
few instances, women, probably wives of chiefs.
The tattooed designs seemed to have followed no
fixed pattern, but that of the individual artist’s
will. The colors pricked into the skin by thorns
were red, black, yellow, russet, and azure. The
favorite places for tattooing were the face, chest,
stomach, and thighs, although some warriors pictured by Le Moyne have practically their whole
bodies except the hands, knees, and feet covered
by designs. The designs were curved, dotted lines
and simple geometric shapes. A most unusual pattern was that on the face of the famous chief
Saturiwa which consisted of heavy parallel lines
running from the upper right hand part of the face
to the lower left hand. Another peculiar custom,
a war measure rather than an ornamentation, was
allowing the nails to grow long and sharpening
with a shell those on the hands to a point. When
an enemy was captured, the finger nails were sunk
deep into his forehead and pulled down. The blood
which gushed from this frightful wound blinded
him and rendered him helpless. During war time
the men painted their faces with a red or black
washable dye. Like the Creeks, the Timucuans
covered their bodies with bear grease as a protection against the sun. Women rarely annointed
themselves; as a result, they appeared much lighter
than the men.
181
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All that is known about the division of labor by
sex, besides that which has been stated above, is
a statement by Laudonniere which says that women
do all the business at home. It is to be inferred
that the men made the canoes and weapons. Upon
the berdaches, who were in reality a third, neuter
sex, fell all the arduous tasks of carrying supplies
in wartime, of carrying grain to the warehouses,
and of caring for the sick.
Concerning the property institution of the Timucua people little is known. Swanton states that a
man’s property was inherited by the sister’s son.
Whereas Laudonniere and Brinton 7 on the other
hand state that a man’s own sons inherited his
property, the eldest getting the lion’s share. Upon
the notification to all who had contributed, provisions were proportioned out under the direction
of the chief from the public warehouse to each family
as needed. Ownership of the dwelling and the right
to a piece of cultivated ground seems to have been
invested in the family, whereas personal effects were
individual property. The hunting domain was tribal
property and was actually a political territory.
An incursion into it by an outside hunting party
was considered an act of war.
Timucua society was divided into two great castes,
the nobility and the common people. The common
people showed great respect and reverence to the
nobles. The chiefs were a class and were looked
upon and treated as earthly deities. From this
lineage all the various classes of nobles traced descent, actual or theoretical. Directly from them came
the first counciller, who led the chief by hand and
advised him in all matters. From the latter came
the second councillors, and from them other ranks.
7. French, Historical Col. of La. and Fla., (N. Y. 1869,) p. 172,
and Brinton, p. 135.

182
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The common people were divided into exogamous
phratries with a varying number of sibs in each.
Pareja lists five phratries of the common people,
the Dirt or Earth, Fish, Buzzard or Vulture, Chulufichi, and Acheha. 8 Descent was traced through
the female.
The system of government was feudal, each tribe
had a supreme chief or king with lesser chiefs, the
heads of villages or groups of villages, responsible
to him. Over the question of succession Swanton is
again at odds with Brinton and Laudonniere. The
former states that an office descended to the sister’s
son, whereas both the latter state that it went to
the deceased’s eldest son. Chiefs, both great and
small, wielded tremendous power. The sub-chiefs
paid to the superiors stipulated tribute of roots,
game, skins, and other articles; and the lesser chiefs
in turn exacted food, goods, and labor from their
subjects. For disobedience on the part of the laborers, the chief, as a punishment, had the culprits’
arms broken,
Toward the chief great respect and reverence, as
well as sincere loyalty, were shown by the common
people. So pronounced was the demarkation between
the chief and his people that even their food was
of different material. When proceeding to some
function or when receiving a visitor of rank, the
chief was escorted by a bodyguard and pipers.
Even though his power was absolute, the chief never
made a decision of importance without first holding
a general council at his dwelling.
Though tribes in the group were sometimes at
war with each other and at times with outsiders,
it can not be said that the Timucua Indians were
characteristically a warlike people. Causes of war
8. Gatchet, Zeit. fur Eth. vol. 9, pp. 246-248; and Proc. Amer.
Philos. Sec. XVIII, pp. 492, 493.

183
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seem to have been poaching on hunting grounds,
the desire to extend their power on the part of
chiefs, and the wish of all men to gain honors.
Heroic deeds in war were the passports to fame,
prestige, and special privileges. In war was found
the means of expressing human impulses which in
more advanced societies find outlets in the arts.
Facts attesting to this were the subtle atrocities
performed on the bodies of captives, living and
dead, the splendid war paraphernalia of bodily decorations and weapons, and the war ceremonies performed before and after the conflict.
Of the daily routine and life of the people neither
the French nor Spanish have left much data. The
Indians appear to have been a happy people, kind
and hospitable to all friends. Though the aboriginees continually pilferred small articles from the
French, a vice attributed only to the men, they rarely, if ever, stole among themselves. It is likely that
they had cleanly habits, for at feasts holes were
dug in the ground to hold water for washing. Besides the religious and war ceremonies, the Indians
often indulged in feasts accompanied by dancing
and singing of a purely social nature. Musical instruments most commonly used were flutes or pipes
made of reed or cane and bark, drums made of
wood and skin, and pumpkin or gourd rattles.
Shamans were the medical practitioners. Several
cures were known to them which appear to have
been based on some scientific knowledge rather than
on mere magic. However, magic was the main
standby in easing all pain, whether real or imaginary.
Information on child bearing and marriage is
fragmentary. From the beginning of pregnancy
until childbirth a woman lived in a house apart
from her husband. Immediately after confinement
184
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the woman made a new fire and for several months
was not allowed to eat fish or annoint herself with
bear grease. It is recorded that first born were
sacrificed during a ceremony in which the women
danced and sang praises to the chief. 9 Education
of children pertained to practical affairs rather
than moral, of which Le Challoux remarked, “They
never teach their children and do not correct them
in any way.“ 10 Youths were trained in running,
warlike games, and shooting arrows. A favorite
game was that of ball, the object being to hit a
large reed mat at the top of a pole with a ball.
The feast of Toya, seen by the French in the St.
Johns River region and described by Brinton as a
religious ceremony, has all the earmarks of an
initiation rite for ushering youths into manhood
or into membership in the tribe.
Every man had one wife except the king, who
could have two or three. One, usually the first, was
the principal wife, and to her children went the
goods and authority of the father. 11 The marriage
ceremony of a king, but not of the common people,
is recorded. 12 From the tallest and most beautiful
daughters of the nobles the king chose his first wife.
On the day of the wedding, she was bedecked in all
her finery, placed on a decorated litter, and carried
by four stalwart young men to the king. Escorting
her were other beautiful young women carrying
baskets of fruit and wearing pearl necklaces and
armlets. A bodyguard armed with spears followed.
The girl was taken to the king, who sat on an elevated platform, and was seated by his side on the
left. The fulfillment of the marriage rite consisted
9. Le Moyne, pl. XXXIV.
10. Gafferel, Hist. Florida Francaise, p. 461: quoted in Swanton,
Early History, etc., p. 381.
11. French, Hist. Col. of La. and Fla., (N. Y. 1869) p. 172.
12. Le Moyne, pls. XXXVII, XXXVIII.
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of a simple congratulatory speech by the king addressed to the new queen in which he informed her
why she had been chosen for such an honored position and of a modest reply by the maiden. The
retinue of young women then formed a circle,
danced, raised and lowered their hands, and chanted
praises to the king and queen.
Witchcraft was resorted to in order to attract the
notice of a person of the opposite sex by placing
herbs, through some ruse, into the desired persons
mouth and by formalized songs. 13 To bring back
the affections of a man, or to induce another to fall
in love with her, a woman bathed in an infusion of
herbs or tinged her palm leaf hut with herb juice.
Fasting was resorted to for the same purpose.
When a man lost his wife or a woman lost her
husband, or either a relative, he or she would not
ear corn which had been sown by the deceased.
The corn was given away or destroyed. On a predestined day the widows of slain warriors went
before the chief weeping and crying. Sitting down
upon their heels and hiding their faces in their
hands, they called upon the chief to avenge their
husbands’ death. The chief, sympathizing with
them, assented and sent them home. Several days
later, the widows cut off their hair below the ears
and carried it, the weapons, and the drinking shells
of their husbands to the burial grounds where these
objects were strewn over their husbands’ graves.
A widow was not allowed to remarry until her hair
again covered her shoulders.
Information of the burial rites of the Timucua
Indians has been recorded in one of Le Moyne’s
drawings and in the finding of archaeologists in the
Florida burial mounds. When a chief died, his
13. Gatchet, Proc. Am. Philo. Soc., XVIII.
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corpse was interred with honors, and a mound three
feet high was raised over the grave. Surrounding
it arrows were fixed in the ground, and on the summit was placed his drinking shell. The tribe fasted
and mourned three days and three nights, and for
six months three women were employed to bewail
his death, lamenting loudly thrice each day, at sunrise, at noon, and at sunset. 14 All indications are
that this mourning period of six months represented
the sojourn of the ghost between this life and the
next. The chief’s personal possessions were placed
in his dwelling, and the whole burned.
Every village had its own burial ground. Of one
of these mounds found near Tarpon Springs near
the Gulf shore, Bushnell has the following to say:
“The remains of more than six hundred skeletons
were encountered. These, with notable exceptions probably those of chiefs and head men-had been
dismembered previously to interment, but were
distributed in distinct groups that I regard as communal or totemic and phratral, and of exceeding
interest; for they seemed to indicate that the burial
mound had been regarded by its builders as a
tribal settlement, a sort of ‘Little City of their
Dead’, - representing in measure the relation of
clans and phratries in an actual village or tribal
settlement of these people when living. It seemed
possible to still trace somewhat of the relative ranks
of individuals in these groups, and not in a few of
the social customs and religious beliefs of the ancient builders. In all the innumerable mounds explored disjointed skeletons predominated. This
points to a practice similar to that of the neighboring Greeks among whom the corpse was cut to
pieces, the skin boiled off, and the bones stored
14. Le Moyne, pl. XL.
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away before final interment. Pottery, when placed
in the graves, was broken or perforated. 15
The principal deities were the sun and moon.
About the first of March, a large stag was sacrificed
to the sun. The skin with head attached was stuffed
with fruit and grain and decorated with garlands
of flowers and the whole placed on top of a pole
facing the rising sun. The shaman, with the chief
standing beside him, offered prayers to the sun,
while the common people responded, danced, and
sang sacred songs. Dickenson gives us detailed
descriptions of rites celebrated at new moon and
full moon by the tribes of the east coast.
In his Confessionario 16 Pareja recorded many of
the beliefs and taboos of the Timucua. The first
acorns and fruit gathered and the first ripened corn
as well as corn from a field in which lightening had
struck were not eaten. The first fish caught in a
new fishweir was not eaten, but laid down beside
it so that a great quantity of fish would enter it
on the next tide. Before a hunting party set out,
the chief said prayers over the tobacco, and when
the hunting ground was reached all arrows were
placed together and a formula by the shaman repeated over them. To insure success, a hunting
ceremony of sympathetic magic was performed in
which the hunters kicked their legs imitating
animals.
The shamans, called javas, 17 constituted an important class in the community. How membership
was obtained into this group, whether by heredity
or not, is unknown. The javas united in themselves
the triple role of priests, physicians, and sooth15. Bushnell, quoting Cushing, in B.A.E., bul. 73, p. 117 ; Cushing,
Proc. Amer. Phil. Soc. vol. XXXV.
16. Gatchet, Proc. Am. Philo. Soc. Vol. XVIII; Swanton, Early
History, etc., pp. 383-4.
17. Brinton, pp. 131-132.
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sayers. As priests, they led and ordered religious
ceremonies and festivals, gave advice to the chiefs,
and officiated at burials. Beside these, to insure a
bounteous food supply, they prayed over the fields
just before tilling and when the grain was reaped,
and conjured for rain and for fish to come to newly
placed fishweirs. Of the priests and their religious
practices, Laudonniere wrote, “-so they [the
priests] loved women and maidens exceedingly,
which they call the daughters of the Sun, and some
18
of them are sodomites. In the practice of medicine
when practical methods had failed, the shaman resorted to magic. By extracting a stone from the
affected part of the body, the pain would cease.
Before a battle the shaman would predict the outcome in a ceremony in which he kneeled on a shield,
drew a circle in the sand around it, and went into
a trance, uttering, unintelligible words. After several minutes, during which he assumed a most
hideous aspect, he revealed to the chief the number
of the enemy and where they would be encountered. 19
The destruction of the Timucua nation and the
extinction of its people came rapidly and cataclysmicly. By the end of the seventeenth century the
once powerful tribes of the sixteenth century had
been dismembered by the Spanish and reduced to
peaceful mission Indians. When, in 1686, the Savannahs or Yemassees, a branch of the Creek nation,
driven from their homes in Georgia and Carolina
by the English, invaded north-eastern Florida, the
natives there fell an easy prey to them and were
driven south, made slaves, or killed. The Uchee, in
1716, invaded the district to the south of Flint River.
Other Creeks and Seminoles, aided by the English
made incessant raids into the country, plundering
18. French, Hist. Col. of La. and Fla., 1859, p. 171-172.
19. Le Moyne, pl. XII.
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and killing the Florida Indians. In 1728, the year
of one of the worst raids, the remaining Timucua,
numbering only a few hundred, withdrew into the
limits of the town of St. Augustine. After 1728, a
few of the survivors may have emigrated to south
Florida and joined the Indians there, and a few
were probably absorbed by the Yemassees. Those
who retained their tribal identity withdrew to Mosquito Lagoon and Halifax River, where the Tomoka
River keeps their name alive. Ultimately, even
these must have been absorbed by the invading
Seminoles. 20
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